My third year of medical school, and I have finally begun my training. I am slowly learning to be a surgeon. I will open you up and search through the detritus of sickness, extirpate what is necessary, and leave in my wake a health of my own creation. There is power in that; a power that I have already glimpsed.
pulled tight around the sternum. We pull away the drapes, again revealing the patient, the man whose life we may have just saved. And all that remains is a closed wound running down the center of his chest.
He is again revealed. A man more than middle-aged, but less than elderly. A man with a job, and friends, and a family. A man who came to the operating room this morning with a very real fear of dying. A fear so strong he was willing to let us cut him open, stop his heart, repair it, and start it up again. A man who wanted us to take that fear away.
That man with his fear and his family disappeared as we pushed his lungs aside to see the steadily beating muscle. To these surgeons the personal and the intimate are mutually exclusive. We must concentrate on the job or things get too complicated. The surgeon refuses to operate on friends, because it becomes too personal, and he cannot complete his job. The more we invade the body, the less we can comprehend the man. Like Daedalus, we know by instinct the perils of getting too close.
In the operating room again: readying a patient for a heart transplant. I Here are the lungs, the bellows of life grabbing fuel from the air. This body that we mistreat and bemoan, a more powerful machine has never been. But here in his face there is also a soul, something more than the beating heart and the inflating lungs. A life made of love and hate and wishes and disappointments. I see them separately and together-the meeting of the physical and the ethereal.
Annie Dillard writes, "We wake, if we ever wake at all, to mystery, rumors of death, beauty, violence." I have woken to the violence of recreating a person's heart, to the beauty of a soul prolonged.
As I look back across the drape to his chest, I realize that I have not fallen like Icarus. I move back to the surgery with a sense that something beautiful is happening. I have woken from the sleep of the jaded, the sleep of the technicians, and I do not want to drift back again.
Months later, that sense lingers at the edge of consciousness every time I enter the operating room. Each day I witness something that few people get to see, and that fewer still will understand.
A young woman with intractable epilepsy has come to have her brain cut apart in the hope that something good will come of it. We drill burr-holes through her skull and then take a saw to remove a chunk of bone. Therein lies the power of being a surgeon. It is not our power, it is the power of the body. I am caught in these thoughts that might make a more experienced surgeon laugh. I am innocent and naive. But through the long years of training ahead of me, I do not want to become jaded and forget the violence and the beauty and the body and the soul. I do not want to forget that our talent and our skill are insignificant compared with the machines we repair.
We are merely tinkering with the miracles that have come before.
